
	When Athen ‘Blackeye’ Mavromatis takes on a murder case in Beverly Hills, it might just be the death of him.

	 

	 

	Athen ‘Blackeye’ Mavromatis moves from New York to Beverly Hills to be lead investigator in their serious crimes division. It isn’t long before he gets his first case. A dead woman’s body has been found wrapped in a carpet outside somebody’s house ready for pickup with their trash. Athen must appease not only the police chief, but the mayor, in a city where murder doesn’t happen often. In fact, this is the first homicide in eight years.

	Athen must wrap things up quickly because nothing must tarnish the Beverly Hills image of being the home of movie stars and the most expensive store in the world. The cops here pride themselves on a one-minute response time to emergency calls, but this case won’t get solved that fast. Secrets and lies, gangs, a mysterious woman…all of it is like a ticking timebomb. Meanwhile, Athen has his lover, Grady, at home, who worries about a strange link in his life with the dead woman. Who could have such a heart of stone to leave her out with the rubbish?
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Dedication

	 

	 

	To the memory of my father, who loved to read, loved mysteries, and absolutely adored Beverly Hills.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	“Can you keep a secret?

	Will you hold your hand among the flames?

	Honey, you’re a shipwreck

	With your heart of stone.”

	Iko, Heart of Stone

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Coldwater Canyon is closed,” the radio announcer’s voice blared in Athen’s ear. He fumbled for the snooze button. It didn’t work. “And if you’re thinking of using Benedict Canyon, it’s closed, too,” the announcer repeated. “Closed.”

	“Okay. I get it.” Athen checked the time. Six-seventeen A.M. He needed sleep. He fell back on the bed after hitting the snooze button a second time, his mind racing. Something big must be happening if both canyons were closed. He lay there listening to the rain outside. So, the canyons were closed, and this was the third straight day of rain. Why did people say it never rained in Southern California?

	“You need to get up,” came a sleepy voice beside him.

	“Why?” Athen turned, a smile tugging at his lips.

	“You know what they say. No rest for the wicked.”

	Athen frowned. “Me? Wicked?” His cell phone rang. Grady had been saved by the bell. Athen took the call. “Mavromatis.”

	“Lieutenant?” Athen recognized the mayor’s voice. Athen reported directly to Scott Aubrey, even though he worked for the Beverly Hills Police Department. The mayor sounded panicked.

	“Sir?” Athen asked. Beverly Hills had its own police force, separate from the rest of the city of Los Angeles. The mayor called the shots, and Athen worried that the case he’d been working on for six weeks was about to get scrapped.

	“It’s me, lieutenant. And we got a bad one. They need you up on Benedict Canyon.”

	Athen almost said, “It’s closed,” then realized this must be the reason why. My God. Closing down a main road between Beverly Hills and the San Fernando Valley would be a disaster. Closing down two would be worse. Even at this hour.

	“It’s a homicide, Lieutenant. At least we think it is. Two dumpster divers found a body fifteen minutes ago. A dead woman rolled in a carpet. It’s trash day, and these guys knew it. They saw what they thought was a clean piece of carpeting left out with the bins. Boy did they get a surprise.”

	“She’s rolled up in a carpet and left out with the trash, and we only think it’s a homicide?”

	“I’m just relaying the message.” The mayor sounded defensive. “Our response time was perfect. One minute.”

	Athen knew this was an important fact since Beverly Hills cops prided themselves on a one-minute response time to any emergency. Right before Athen joined the force, they’d taken three minutes to react to a robbery and potential hostage situation. Heads had rolled.

	“The acting chief wants you to handle this,” Scott said. “Please leave now. I’ll text you alternate routes that will get you there avoiding the gridlock.”

	“What about the medical examiner?”

	Scott let out an aggrieved sigh. “He’s coming from LA County, of course.”

	“Is that why Coldwater’s closed? Because he’s coming from Boyle Heights?”

	“You got it. It’s closer than Benedict Canyon. He’ll take Sunset up to Coldwater. I thought about him taking Laurel Canyon which is even closer to him, but there’s a four-car collision at that intersection.”

	“Oh, my God. Anyone hurt?” Athen was already out of bed, throwing on clothes.

	“No idea. Not my jurisdiction. As soon as Bill’s in your vicinity, I’ll have to open up Coldwater.”

	Not on my watch, you won’t. Before Athen could say so, the mayor continued. “Bill’s estimated arrival time is thirty minutes. You’ll beat him there. But he trusts you.”

	“Bill? You mean Bill Campion?” Athen felt the first ray of hope on this miserable, rainy morning.

	“Your crystal ball’s in fine working order today, sunshine. Yep. And he’s thrilled to be working with you. I know you two go way back.”

	“Yeah.”

	“There’s another problem,”

	Athen hunted for socks. Why did his clothing always hide from him? “Lemme guess. It’s trash day, and the garbage trucks are probably all idling down on Sunset waiting to hit those canyon roads.”

	“Not yet, but they will be very soon. Your crystal ball’s on fire today. And Athen?”

	“Yes, sir?” Athen flicked a glance at his lover, Grady, who turned over and covered his head with the bed sheets.

	“The acting chief wants you to call her as soon as you have news.” A pause. “It should go without saying you should do this after you notify me first.”

	“Roger that.”

	Scott was breathing heavily on the other end of the line. Athen knew the mayor was petrified. If it was a homicide, Beverly Hills was about to break its record for not having had a murder in eight years. And the last one had been a doozie. Beverly Hills publicist Ronnie Chasen had been gunned down in a botched robbery attempt as she sat in her vehicle at a traffic light.

	“Send me everything we know so far and get someone from the crime scene to get on the phone with me,” Athen barked. “I don’t know my way around those damned canyons yet.”

	He was aware of Grady stiffening beside him. It was all Grady’s fault. Athen had been happy in his New York life. He buckled the belt on his jeans, smoothed out the slightly crumpled checked shirt he’d worn last night, then threw a North Face sweater over it. He then squashed his feet into a pair of tan suede Timberland boots. He suddenly remembered why he couldn’t find any of his clothes. They were still in packing boxes in the bedroom. Grady kept promising to organize the house, but it had already been seven weeks since they’d moved here and between them, they had done little to finish the job.

	The guys would give Athen hell for the shoes, but they were the only dry ones he had. Thunder crackled outside. Hmm. They wouldn’t stray dry for long.

	“Love you,” he said to Grady.

	Silence.

	“I’m sorry. It’s a possible homicide.” Athen knew Grady was pissed. Athen’s first day off in ten days, and he was ruining it. He leaned over and touched the outline of his lover’s hip. Grady jerked it away. Athen hesitated, but now wasn’t the time for discussion. He ran into the bathroom and pulled up his shirt and sweater. He sprayed his armpits with deodorant only to realize it was his teenaged niece Despina’s new cologne. He’d bought it for her himself. Oh, joy. He brushed his teeth, catching a glimpse of his rumpled hair in the vanity mirror. Nothing he could do about that now. He looked like that kid Alfalfa from Our Gang, with two bits of hair sticking up like antennas on top of his head.

	An American-born Greek, Athen had the dark eyes and black hair of his ancestors and the somewhat comical name of Mavromatis, which translated to black eye in English. Right now, those two sticking-up hairs were a black eye on his very soul.

	He grabbed his trusty leather jacket, strode to the front door and looked outside. Rain. And more rain. Should he take the oilskin coat Grady had given him for his birthday?

	Nah. Only so much teasing a man could take. The guys made fun of him for everything. Sometimes he felt like he was in grade school, and not a thirty-four-year-old. They always called blond and brown-eyed Grady his toy boy because he was twenty-eight. Athen wanted to rush back inside and kiss him.

	Restraint, he told himself, picking up his umbrella from the pile by the doorstep and made a run for his car. Too late, he realized he’d picked up Despina’s Hello Kitty umbrella. Oh, great. More jokes.

	 

	Despite his request for contact, cell phone reception was patchy. The canyon roads were notorious for dropped calls at the best of times. Athen wanted the conversations kept off the police radio for privacy. Nothing could compromise his investigation, so he and his reporting officers had to rely on text messages.

	He received a text message from the acting captain, and he verbally texted her back, promising updates. All of his messages showed up on Athen’s dashboard screen via Bluetooth. He issued constant commands. Check security cameras around the crime scene. Make sure the trash bins are kept dry. Have we located the homeowner? Does the city have street cameras up there?

	Answers were slow to come. He checked the address on Green Acres Drive. Ha. That was an unfortunate name for a street that would now live in infamy. He could see the gallows-type humor now. Green Acres ain’t the place for me.

	It took him twenty-two minutes to muscle his state-issue Chrysler 300 up to Sunset Boulevard toward the two canyon roads, preparing to use tiny artery roads between Coldwater and Benedict Canyons as suggested by his manic-sounding dashboard navigation. He felt utter frustration that Beverly Hills was its own entity in every way, except it had no hospital, no cemetery, and no medical examiner. What it did have was the most expensive store in the world.

	Fat lot of good that does me. The chores! The stores! The Greenacres theme song wouldn’t leave his head.

	What a catastrophe. These tiny mountain roads in Beverly Hills served as alternate morning and afternoon peak hour routes for commuters between the valley and the city of Los Angeles. Benedict ran parallel to Coldwater Canyon but usually moved faster than Coldwater. Once the canyons arced toward Mulholland Drive, their paths diverged. Benedict to the west, Coldwater to the east.

	Athen would have to take the heat for stopping any more traffic coming through here. He didn’t care. Until he was satisfied every last shred of evidence had been completely covered, the traffic could remain at a standstill. He pounded the dashboard in frustration. His crime scene was going to wash away in spite of his team’s best efforts to preserve it.

	Damn.

	A creepy thing like a battered woman awaiting trash collection shouldn’t happen anywhere, especially in a pretty, cedar tree-lined rustic canyon. But it had happened, and the City of Beverly Hills didn’t take kindly to murders. Beverly Hills was famous for glitzy shopping and movie stars. Not real life.

	Bill Campion called him twice, and both times his calls dropped out before they could talk.

	That was another thing. Beverly Hills had no overhead power lines. Everything was underground, which was fine and dandy on a good day but caused havoc in inclement weather. He passed the Beverly Hills Hotel on the corner of Sunset and a traffic cop covered in a hooded raincoat flagged him down. Athen lowered the window.

	“Sir? Lieutenant?”

	“Yes, Officer Tarrant, isn’t it?”

	“Sir, yes it is. There are two garbage trucks a third of the way up Benedict. They’re acting as guards to keep out passing vehicles. We’ve already had two accidents. Civilians are blowing past us even when we try and stop them.”

	“Keep up the good work. I’m gonna call Metro. You guys need help.”

	“Thank you, sir.” Tarrant went back to directing traffic,

	Athen made it past Sunset sensing the utter hatred of the other drivers stuck at the bottom of the hill. He tried calling Campion, and the two detectives already on scene.

	He reached Campion who sounded like he was calling from the bottom of an ocean wave.

	“I’m in Hollywood,” Campion said. “Making slow progress. I’ll be there as fast as I can. I hate this. Our crime scene’s gonna wash away.”

	“I know it. Bill, we have good people up there. They’re working hard and fast. I gotta call Metro. See you on the trail.” Athen’s thoughts raced as he drove. He put a call through to the mayor.

	“You got something already?” Scott asked taking the call on the second ring.

	You wish. “No. I need you to contact Metro Services and get backup squad cars up the canyon for us.”

	“We don’t work with Metro!”

	“Well, we do now. I had a meeting with them last week. They’ve agreed to help us in an emergency.” Athen braked for some idiot whizzing past him on a motorbike. So much for the trash bin guards. “Do it, Mr. Mayor. Please.” Athen wished now that he’d called himself. It was always easier to ask for forgiveness after the fact than for permission beforehand.

	“Okay.” A pause. “Who do I contact?”

	“I’ll verbal-text you the info.” Athen plunged forward, texting as he worked his way around a fallen tree.

	Damn. Some media type is gonna remind the world that actor George Reeves was once found shot in the head in his bedroom on Benedict Canyon. Boy, I hope she wasn’t shot. They’ll try and make some connection to these cases…

	It actually cheered him up to think that most media types were too young to remember George Reeves. So, maybe they wouldn’t dredge up ancient history.

	He followed the dashboard navigator’s advice to veer up Lexington and turn on Hartford Way. These spidery streets were so narrow they allowed only one vehicle to pass in any direction thanks to the stopped vehicles in both directions. He kept his blue flashing light on the hood and honked anyone who tried to cut him off.

	He asked Alexa, his sexy app voice, to give him some history about Green Acres.

	“Hi, Athen,” she said. “The silent movie star Harold Lloyd owned an estate on the street, and his family still owns it—”

	“What about the owner of 1710 Green Acres Drive?” he asked.

	“It’s had one owner since 1968. Abe and Beth Goldfarb.”

	“That’s all?” he asked.

	Alexa went silent. A message popped up on his dashboard screen. Alexa is offline.

	Hmm. Bet she hit the snooze button, too.

	He tried again but could find no other related news. He finally got Alexa to pull up the crime scene property owner’s details. Athen had a sudden flash that Lorne Brand had been the first detective at the property and was deliberately ignoring Athen’s demands for more information. Athen was irritated that nobody had told him if the Goldfarbs knew anything about the body in the carpet.

	He reached Green Acres. As he approached the crime scene, he greeted the uniformed officers blocking the street from any passing vehicles. They did a bang-up job of trying to stop him, too. He stared balefully out of the grimy, rain-spattered window at the cluster of makeshift weather guards outside the house on the right side of the hill.

	6:54 A.M. and thanks to a text from Detective Paulie Hansen, he now knew now that the dumpster divers were being held inside a police van farther up the canyon for questioning. The home’s resident. Mrs. Goldfarb, was an elderly, newly widowed woman and she hadn’t taken the news well according to Hansen. He texted, She’s demanding to speak to the lead investigator. That was Athen. And he was here.

	Cars kept honking like a bunch of demented geese all the way up and down the mountain.

	Onward and upward, as his dad would say. Athen opened the door, and his mood brightened. Maybe the rain would drown the florid scent of the girlie perfume he was wearing. He stepped out, water already seeping into his allegedly waterproof shoes, and popped open the tiny umbrella. He thought better of it and tossed it back into his vehicle.

	Sprinting toward the makeshift canopy stretched across the exterior of the house left him drenched. He regretted not grabbing the Australian oilskin raincoat. He took note of the detectives waiting for him. All of them wore suits. He never wore one if he could help it. People joked that he was a country boy, which he wasn’t. He switched his focus to the neighbors who’d come out, most of them standing as close as possible, their ridiculous Ugg Boots and shoes muddy as they juggled umbrellas, cups of coffee, and their cell phones.

	The first responding officers had done a great job protecting the macabre discovery with plastic tarpaulins. Athen snapped off a few shots on his cell phone camera. He wanted to study the images of the neighbors and anybody
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